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Racism and Discrimination in the NFL
An unacceptable wicked problem that has existed as long as anyone can remember is
racism and discrimination. There are people with prejudices everywhere and sports are no
exception. Many people tend to not notice, or they do and don’t want to acknowledge it because
sports are one of those things people use to escape reality, they’re fun and competitive
and people enjoy attending games. On August 26th, 2016 Colin Kaepernick took a knee to draw
attention to systemic racism. While Kaepernick’s protesting was spot on there is also a good
amount of racism and discrimination that occurs in the world of sports as well. Just because
sports are fun, and entertaining does not mean they are immune to the same flaws as everything
else.
Many NFL teams have teased the idea of signing Kaepernick to their rosters, but that has
gone no further than a teasing publicity stunt because he has remained unsigned and blackballed
from the league since his contract with the 49ers expired four years ago. Kaepernick has had his
fair share of achievements in his short-lived career, and if he was white and protesting for
something that benefited white people, he probably would still have a career. The concrete facts
for sports come in the form of statistics and what we see in games so most conclusions come
from a combination of what we see and what I would call solid speculation from what we hear
and read from players, coaches, and organizations. For example, Joe Flacco still has a NFL

career, and he hasn’t had a winning season since 2017. There are more examples of careers that
make it look like kneeling for what he believes in is the reason Kaepernick doesn’t have a career
in the NFL.
As of late there have been more than a few questions regarding coaches being hired or
not being hired because of certain prejudices. There is a rule in the NFL, called the Rooney
Rule, that requires organizations to interview at least one minority candidate when there is a
vacant head coaching position or higher operation positions in the organization. The birth of the
rule was in 2003 since then there have been more minority head coaches in the league, but never
more than a small handful at one time. The Rooney Rule has been expanded now to reward
teams for having minority executives. In an update from NFL.com they state “teams that lose a
minority coach or executive to a head coach or general manager job with another team will
receive a third-round compensatory pick for two consecutive years. If a team loses a minority
coach and an executive to HC and GM roles, that club will receive a third-round compensatory
pick for three consecutive years.” (NFL.com, 2020). While this is a good idea and is sure to get
more minority, coaches hired there is another angle to look at this solution from.
First things first, compensatory draft picks are handed out when a team loses an
important player either to retirement or free agency. What dictates whether a player is worth a
compensatory draft pick is “salary, playing time, and postseason awards” (Mayer, 2021) at
the end of the season. Compensatory draft picks were never meant for coaches. So, what this
move says to me is that the NFL now feels they must give an incentive for the organizations so
they will give minority coaches a chance. I recognize that this method is likely to be effective,
however, being a minority myself I would also be insulted and thinking a lot about if I was hired
by a team just hoping that another team will hire me in a year or two so they could get

compensatory draft picks. The fact that this rule is in place tells the whole story because if there
was no prejudice and discrimination with coaching hires there wouldn’t be a rule to begin with.
The Rooney Rule was expanded in 2020 so we will see in the next couple of years if more
minority coaches get hired or if the draft pick incentive was effective or if it makes no difference.
So far there have been two minority coaches hired ahead of the 2021 season.
While there has been some good progress made there is still discrimination going on
because there is an offensive coordinator who for the past three years has been nothing but a
perfect head coach candidate. This is the third year in a row Eric Bieniemy, offensive
coordinator for the Kansas City Chiefs has gone without being hired while being in every head
coaching conversation since 2018. The Atlanta Falcons interviewed Eric Bieniemy back in
January this was one of the reports about the interview from popular sports website,
Bleacher Report “A source told Steve Wyche of NFL.com on Saturday that Bieniemy was
"prepared, knew everything about the team, had a great plan and is a bona fide candidate" for the
Falcons after Monday's meeting. The source added Atlanta officials "absolutely refute" any
reports it was a poor interview” (Daniels, 2021). Six days later the Atlanta Falcons hired Arthur
Smith to be their head coach. Since 2019 Bieniemy has been a very busy man because “in
total, Bieniemy has now interviewed with twelve NFL teams over the course of the past
three head-coaching interview cycles.”. (Goldman, 2021).
Anthony Lynn was the head coach of the Los Angeles Chargers for four years. 2020 was
his last year coaching them, because he was not offered a second contract. Lynn was one of four
minority coaches in the NFL in the 2020 season. He has dealt with experiencing racism his entire
life. Growing up in Texas Lynn discussed an experience he had in school where a girl was
handing out invitations to her birthday party. Lynn and a black girl in the class were not handed

invitations and when Lynn asked the girl why she said, “it’s because you’re black and my
parents won’t allow you to come to my place.” (Gregory, 2020). Lynn said in his interview that
from that point in time on he never saw the world the same, but he said that people not treating
him equally motivated him to make it in the NFL. Lynn said in his interview with TIME that his
experiences with racism early on in his life “are at the forefront of his job as head coach. He sees
systemic racism in the NFL, a league in which black men are 60% of the players, but less
than 10% of head coaches.” (Gregory, 2020). After Jacob Blake was shot and killed in Kenosha
Wisconsin Lynn held a meeting with his players to talk about how they felt. After the meeting
Lynn cancelled a scrimmage that the Chargers were supposed to have “because something was
more important than football at that time” Lynn said. (Gregory, 2020). Lynn said that there are
two goals for him and the Chargers when he was the head coach “we have committed to winning
the championship” and “fighting for social justice” (Gregory, 2020).
When Lynn was younger, he played football as a quarterback. Quarterback is the most
important position and quarterbacks must be smart, mature and have leadership qualities more
than any other position in all of sports. Lynn grew up in Texas and next to water football is the
most important thing in Texas. When Lynn was in seventh grade his coach told him that he was
going to be changed from a quarterback to a running back. Lynn said his coach told him “black
kids can’t play quarterback” and when Lynn asked why his coach replied “well, they’re not
smart enough” Lynn said. (Gregory, 2020). Lynn was able to turn all the hurtful experiences
throughout his life into motivation and it got him a scholarship to Texas Tech. Lynn ended up
playing in the NFL for the Denver Broncos and the San Francisco 49ers, he also won two Super
Bowls on the Denver Broncos in 1997 and 1998. Lynn also went into some detail about an
incident that took place with him and a police officer when he was a senior at Texas Tech. He

said that there were police at an apartment building where two of Lynn’s teammates were living
in and when Lynn went to see what was happening an officer “jacked me up against a wall” said
Lynn (Gregory, 2020). The police officer also “asked if he was a drug dealer” (Gregory,
2020). Lynn said that an officer “kicked me inside my head” (Gregory, 2020) as officers pinned
him down. It was Lynn’s football connection that got him let go after his physical confrontation
with a police officer, but Lynn said that “today, I would have been shot” (Gregory, 2020).
Lynn discussed the current coaching situation in the NFL and how minority candidates
are not seriously considered and ignored. Lynn is not just unhappy with it, he said “I am not
comfortable with that number” (Gregory, 2020) in 2017 there were seven Black and one Latino
head coach in the NFL. It is 2021 and that amount quickly dropped from seven to three.
Lynn mentioned the Rooney Rule that was made in 2003 and he said that the rule
“seems broken” (Gregory, 2020) Lynn also said that it is fair to say that the Rooney Rule seems
broken because of systemic racism. He also had this to say, “I played in this league for eight
years, and a player knows a head coach when he sees one.” (Gregory, 2020). Lynn knows a lot of
great African American coaches who are more than qualified to be head coaches but have not
been afforded the opportunity to have the job.
He also elaborated a solution to the problem in his interview. Lynn thinks that the feeder
system needs to be reformed. Arizona State University did a study that showed that from the
years 2009 to 2019 that “offensive coordinator was the most frequent former position for head
coaches” (Gregory, 2020) at the amount of 40%. The study showed that from the same years
“91% of offensive coordinator hires were white” (Gregory, 2020). Lynn spent seventeen years as
an assistant coach in the NFL was never given the coordinator position until 2016 the season
before he was hired by the Chargers to be a head coach. He said that when it came to hiring

candidates “I’ve seen so many play callers get head jobs that have no personality, no leadership
whatsoever” (Gregory, 2020) when you spend almost your whole life playing a sport and then
coaching you know who can coach and who can’t. I played four sports all year round through
high school and I could quickly tell who knew what they were doing as a coach and who was
way over their skis and making it up as they go. Lynn thinks that “broadening the feeder system
would result in a more diverse and talented candidate pool” (Gregory, 2020). He says that there
will be more African American applicants if opportunities are opened to position coaches. Lynn
then referred to job security for Black coaches and he thinks that they must have winning
seasons more frequently and quickly after they are hired than white head coaches, Lynn said
“I’m not happy with the leash that African American coaches get.” (Gregory, 2020). After his
third season as a head coach, he had a losing season for the first time, and he said he came home
one day, and his wife asked him if he was okay because she heard that “half the country
wants you fired” (Gregory, 2020). Would you stop listening to a band if they released one bad
album? Maybe if the lead singer died but not very likely, yet people wanted Lynn fired after one
bad season. What is important to remember about Lynn’s interview is that he applies for
coaching jobs and he knows what it is like from his own experiences and from what connections
he has made in his 21-year career as a coach in the NFL.
Mike Tomlin has been the head coach for the Pittsburgh Steelers since 2007. He has been
to two Super Bowls, won one of them in his second year as a head coach. He has also never had
a losing record as a head coach, but he also has some thoughts about the lack of minority coaches
hired in the NFL. Tomlin is one of the few head coaches who is a minority, and in
an interview, he was asked about the current status of minority coach hiring's. Bryant
Gumble said to Tomlin “You’ve been in the room at the owner’s meetings when this is

discussed. I know you hear all the right stuff and knowing bull s*** when we hear it.” (Batko,
2021). In the interview Tomlin replied, “I don’t know if it is at the time, but I know the results
are.” (Batko, 2021). The issue really bothers Tomlin as well as Larry Foote who was one a
linebacker for the Pittsburgh Steelers said “you’re going to hurt young coaches of color – just our
drive and our passion because we know we topped off. We know we’re not going to have a
legitimate shot. And when you know that you don’t do your best.”. (Batko, 2021) Foote is a
young coach himself, at the age of 40 he is the linebacker coach for the current Super Bowl
champions Tampa Bay Buccaneers. Horton Foote is Larry’s older brother, and he was a
defensive coordinator for six years and “he was content with being out of football this past
season” (Batko, 2021) “Horton expressed frustration with never becoming a head
coach.” (Batko, 2021).
A week after a head coach is hired the team has a press conference that the head coach
speaks at and it goes on for over an hour. History shows that the coaches who speak well and
firmly and not over the top have success as a head coach. The coaches who’s press conference is
a disaster don’t get a second contract with the team and some are even fired before then “here’s
something I’ve learned from watching Press conferences for new NFL coaches - you don’t want
people to be talking about the press conference themselves for a few days after they have been
completed”. (Nesbitt, 2021). Adam Gase’s first press conference with the Jets as the head
coach wasn’t a stellar performance either and it “set the tone for what happened with that
franchise”. (Nesbitt, 2021). Another example was Ben McAdoo, he was the head coach for the
New York Giants in 2016 and was fired in the middle of the year in 2017. He showed up in an
ill-fitting suite and it turned out to be a metaphor for the job being too much for him to handle.
Jim Tomsula was hired to be the San Francisco 49ers head coach and is known for his quote

“We’ve all been a part of a team somewhere a great jazzercise class, or yoga class, you know?”
(Athlon Sports). Jim Tomsula was fired after one lackluster five-win season that proved that he
was way over his skis from the beginning. Then the 49ers hired Chip Kelly and he was fired after
one season recording only two wins.
There are always a couple of new head coaches who completely bomb. The importance
of this is if they bombed the press conference there is no possible way that they had a good
interview. Watch closely this season because the Detroit Lions hired Dan Campbell who had a
wild press conference that went over an hour long. Very early in the press conference Campbell
went off the rails and his speech “included a part where he went on about biting kneecaps and
getting back up and biting more kneecaps” (Nesbitt, 2021). Another press conference that
quickly turned into a mess was Eagles new head coach Nick Sirianni’s press conference. Long
story short Sirianni was rambling, and you can tell quickly he is way over his skis. Sirianni said
this at his press conference “We’re going to have systems in place that are easier to learn.
Alright, complicated to the defense or offense that they’re going against, or the special teams
group they’re going against, but easy for us to learn. Because when we can learn our system, and
we can get good at our system, then our talent can take over.” (Sykes II). It gives me a headache
just to read that quote.
So, the excuses about African American candidates giving bad interviews that teams use
when minority coaches do not get hired after an interview is pathetic and hollow. An African
American head coach candidate may give a bad interview but there needs to be some in depth
answers to why they were not hired, because if there is not then the question remains is that the
whole truth or was it just a formality because the team had to conform to the Rooney Rule. An
offensive coordinator with a resumé like Eric Bieniemy’s the possibility of a bad interview is

more than just unlikely. Since Bieniemy has been the offensive coordinator for the Chiefs they
have been to the AFC championship game every year, won two of those games to go to the
Super Bowl in back-to-back years and won one of the Super Bowl games they were in. Not to
mention he coaches under Andy Reid who has one of the biggest and most successful head
coaching trees we have ever seen. An NBC Sports Philadelphia article made a list of ten of Andy
Reid’s assistants throughout his career. Four of his assistants, John Harbaugh, Ron Rivera, Doug
Pederson, and Todd Bowles have been to a Super Bowl and three have won. Pederson and
Harbaugh won as head coaches and Bowles won as a defensive coordinator for the Buccaneers
this past February. Three of Reid’s former assistants, Matt Nagy, Ron Rivera, and John
Harbaugh have won the NFL’s Coach of The Year Award as head coaches. Another former
assistant of Reid’s named Sean McDermott is the head coach of the Buffalo Bills. He has
coached the Bills to their “first ten-win season since 1999 and became the first Bills coach to
reach the playoffs twice since Wade Phillips in the 1990’s.” (NBC Sports, 2020). Reid has had
some assistants reach some outstanding accolades as head coaches, Bieniemy is reaching most of
the same accolades as an offensive coordinator. He is more than ready to be a head coach.
There needs to be more equal opportunities for big ticket jobs in the NFL. If sports are
supposed to be a place of enjoyment where politics, religion, race and other differences don’t
matter then there needs to be a major change. It is one thing to hear about the lack of equal
opportunities for minority coaches from writers in the news, but there have been multiple
coaches currently in the NFL who know the status of the situation a lot better than anyone else
confirm that the NFL needs to be doing a better job at creating equal opportunities.
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